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Abstract 
The aim of this paper was to investigate the effective ways to maximize the role of recruitment agencies in Malaysia. 
Kuala Lumpur was chosen as a location of this study. This qualitative study involved 7 informants from 3 categories: 
the recruitment agency operators, the employers, and the job applicants. In-depth interview was used as a method of 
data collection. Every response received from the informants was recorded. The findings revealed that the recruitment 
agencies should focus on recruiting both fresh and post graduates; provide constant training and innovation; increase 
the agency headcount; conduct industry mapping and carefully search for the clients and candidates; recruit the right 
candidates; reduce the recruitment fees, screen the good candidates with good working attitudes; stop collecting 
recruitment fees from candidates, and provide better consultation to ensure its effectiveness. As a conclusion, more 
research about recruitment agencies should be conducted in order to gain valuable outcome, thus contributing to the 
human resource field. 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Universiti Malaysia 
Kelantan, Malaysia 
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1. Introduction  
The increasing globalization of the marketplace combined with an ever increasing shortage of skillful 
staffs and advances in technology have resulted in large scale changes to the recruitment practices 
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throughout the world. The recruitment process in an organization nowadays can be organized in a variety 
of ways. It can be coordinated in-house or by an external recruitment agency.  Smaller organization may 
have limited staff or budget to run their own recruitment functions.  Organizations with low turnover rates 
may also prefer to use external recruitment agencies because they do not have a recruitment function of 
their own. Many organizations have moved to outsourcing all of their non-core activities.  
The recruitment industry is gearing up for these changes by developing strategic alliances and global 
partnering to ensure access to the best candidates. External recruitment agencies are growing in number. 
The ability to recruit internationally has been a huge development for organizations that use these 
services. Some agencies do provide full scale recruitment services ranging from identifying recruitment 
needs to advertising for applicants and checking references.  
According to Zulkifli Musa (2008), recruitment agencies come with different specialties. For example, 
top notch multinational agencies like Korn/Ferry, Boyden, Spencer Stuart and Russell Reynolds, which 
are called headhunters, only work with some of the world’s largest companies and hire top executives 
such as CEOS, CFOs, Managing Directors and so on. There are middle level agencies that handle 
recruitment for middle level managers and senior executives such as Kelly Services, Manpower and 
Adecco, which have offices scattered around the world. They offered temporary recruitment, contract and 
payroll services.  
The recruitment agency can recruit candidates through several of methods such as newspaper 
advertisement, online job portals, their own websites, and walk-in interviews and so on (Zulkifli Musa, 
2008). Many companies would advertise the job vacancies even though they are not hiring, as they are 
accumulating candidate database for agency’s future references. However, for headhunters, they would 
normally approach highly competent employees directly, due to the fact that most people who are good at 
their job are not actively looking for jobs.  
In this 21st century, most organizations had shifted their external recruitment method attention from 
recruitment agency to online recruitment. Online recruitment which operates without consultants and need 
fewer administrative support workers has become their challenges. Through such developments, 
employers have seen the emergence of online recruitment with an increasing ability to less costly 
recruitment which is faster and flexible. Job postings on employer Web sites; online newspaper classified 
advertisement; and job matching Internet sites operated by educational institutions and professional 
associations compete with this industry thereby start to limit the growth of recruitment agency. Thus, this 
study was conducted to find ways to maximize the roles of recruitment agency in staffing activities. 
2. Literature review 
2.1. Recruitment agencies 
Recruitment is a fundamental purpose for employers to keep its employees. When there is a 
specialized body of professionals who carry recruiting tasks, we call them “Recruitment Agencies”. 
Recruitment agencies usually provide extensive consultative and advisory services to the organization. 
The consultants are able to assist the Human Resource Manager in making decision about agency.  
In simple terms, a recruitment agency can get their money by charging their clients (Zulkifli Musa, 
2008). Their clients, most of the time, come from the employers end. As for the fee structure, that 
depends on their arrangement as well as the type of positions, salary and so on. However, it is a fact that 
some agencies are charging their job seekers. As a new unproven recruitment agency, it will take months, 
or even years to make steady revenue; because it takes time for them to establish their presence and make 
successful closures. It can also mean that the agency has not been performing well and has not been able 
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to charge any fees from the clients. Instead, a good and well established agency will only charge to the 
employers (Zulkifli Musa, 2008). 
2.2. Criteria to consider when choosing a recruitment agency  
The main criteria that employers need to consider when choosing recruitment services from 
recruitment agency are well presented in Table 1 below.  
Table 1. Criteria to Consider When Choosing a Recruitment Agency 
Criteria Issues 
Agency and its Reputation How long has it been in business? Are location, references 
from clients available? 
Types of workers provided What occupation and KSAO levels? How many available? 
Planning and Lead time Does agency help clients to plan staffing levels and needs? 
How quickly can workers be provided? 
Services Provided Issues 
Recruitment What methods are used? How targeted and truthful is the 
recruitment process? 
Selection What selection techniques are used to assess KSAOs? 
Training What types of training, if any, provided before workers are 
placed with client? 
Wages and Benefits How are wages determined? What benefits are provided? 
Orientation How does the agency prepare workers for assignment with 
client? Does agency have an employee handbook for its 
workers? 
Supervision How does agency supervise its workers on site of client? 
Does agency provide on-site manager? 
Temp-to-Perm Does agency allow clients to hire its temporary workers as 
permanent employees? 
Client Satisfaction How does agency attempt to gauge client satisfaction with 
services, workers, costs? 
Worker Effectiveness Issues 
Punctuality and Attendance Does the agency monitor these? What is their record with 
previous clients? 
Job Performance Is it evaluated? How are the results used? 
Retention How long do workers remain on an assignment voluntarily? 
How are workers discharged by the agency? 
Cost Issues 
Markup What is the base wage charged to client (often it is 50% to 
cover benefits, overhead, profit margin)? 
For Special Services What services cost extra beyond the markup (e.g., temp-to-
perm)? What are those costs? 
  
(Source: Heneman, H. G., & Judge, T. A. (2006). Staffing Organization (5th ed.). Middleton, WI: 
Mendota House, Inc., p.121) 
2.3. Roles of recruitment agency in recruitment and selection process 
Good recruitment agencies will have an excellent understanding of their local markets and become 
major players within the sector. According to Pretty (2008), agencies can also give the candidates an 
accurate understanding of what salary they are expecting, according to the experiences and area that they 
wish to work in. However, the most basic service offered by recruitment agency is to match the skills and 
qualifications to the most suitable vacancies that arise. The usual process is that the candidates will send 
in their curriculum vitae to the agency, which will identify possible roles for the candidates and then 
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contact them for approval before putting them forward for each vacancy. The agency will then coordinate 
the interview process and provide feedback from the clients (employers) about the outcome of each 
interview.  
The recruitment services offered by an agency are free for candidates to register. Reputable 
recruitment agencies will take time in understanding the requirements and ensure that types of positions 
that the candidates are interested in. Recruiters often have contacts with a large number of clients who 
choose not to advertise their vacancies publicity, widening the pool of vacancies to job seekers. As most 
agencies have huge database of job applicants who are looking for jobs, they generally help employers to 
save their times and costs to speed up the recruitment and selection process. The recruitment consultants 
will not simply send the unqualified candidates for short-listing as it is not beneficial to them. Unqualified 
ones for sure will be rejected by the employers. 
3. Research methodology 
The type of research design that was used for this study was qualitative research approach. By using 
this approach, it allows the researcher to explore more on employers and job applicants’ perception 
towards the recruitment agency.  This research was conducted within the Malaysia labor market. The 
target population for the research study was done in Kuala Lumpur. This is because the majority of 
recruitment agencies and well-established organizations are located there. In this study, the researcher 
used seven informants from three categories: the recruitment agency operators, the employers and the job 
applicant. The informants for this study were selected using purposive sampling method.  
The research instrument used by the researcher was face-to-face interview. There was a set of question 
to be answered by the informants. It was conducted orally and the researcher recorded the answer to the 
questions. In this study, there were 2 sections in the interview schedule. Section A focused on the 
informant’s background that consisted of 4 questions. Section B consisted of about 12 open-ended 
questions, which focused on the recruitment agency. The usage of open-ended interview questions had 
encouraged the informants to expand their answers by giving examples. By doing so, the researcher had 
obtained a lot of worth information.  
In this study, the researcher used the structured interview. In structured interview, the researcher used 
the interview schedule as a guideline when asking questions to the informants. Then, the responses to the 
questions were compared. Before conducting the interview, the researcher called the informants to ask 
whether they were willing to be interviewed and determined the date, time and place for interview. 
Interviews were recorded in an MP3 format with the permission of the informants.  
After data collection, the researcher started to analyze, and interpret all the collected data. By 
preserving the data and meanings on recording, data transcription has greatly increased the efficiency of 
data analysis. By identifying salient themes, recurring ideas or languages, and patterns of belief that link 
people and settings together is the most intellectually challenging phase of data analysis. The researcher 
has to question through the collected data, thus engaging the ideas. After the researcher discovered the 
categories and patterns in the data, there were explanations for these data and the linkages among them. 
Objective of study has been used as a guideline for data analysis and interpretations.  
To ensure the research findings are reliable, all information data were obtained from those expert and 
experiences informants who have relationships with any recruitment agency. To ensure the whole 
research findings are valid, the conversation dialogue has been recorded as proof and also for future 
references. Besides, data transcription was acknowledged by informants before the researcher proceed to 
data interpretations.  
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4. Findings and discussion 
4.1. Summary of informants’ background 
Table 2. Summary of Informant Background 
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Administration 
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4.2. Discussion on ways to maximize the roles of recruitment agency 
Recruitment agencies need to improve their recruitment practices in order to compete with other 
agencies. Effectiveness of recruitment agencies always has become satisfaction factors for most of the 
employers and job applicants. Agency users will only look for professional people to work for them. 
There are many ways for agencies to improve their recruitment practices. Most of the agencies did 
participate in career fair as they believed that this is one of the methods they could promote and advertise 
their recruitment firms. According to Informant A, they had changed their recruitment practices and focus 
on not only to the fresh graduates, but also recruiting more post graduates. As Informant A believed that 
older people are more mature, and they are able to perform better in the job.  
For Informant A and E, both of the agency operator believed that constant training and innovation are 
very important. Informant E think different period of time actually require different skills set to keep on 
innovating and upgrading the agency services. Different generation of times require different set of skills 
to fulfill the market requirement. For an example given by informant E, “Last time computer was not 
popular, not everyone got a computer, that’s why people need data entry clerk, but today no more data 
entry clerk…” There are also same cases for secretary position. They are getting less employed as 
compared to last times, therefore many managers have to share same secretary, “They have own PDA, 
they can do their own private and official work together…” From here, the researcher understand that 
Informant E has to keep track on what is the next demand in the job market, then only they can continue 
to survive.  
Informant A responded, “HR or recruitment is still a people’s business…” Recruitment consultant is 
the important people in the recruitment firms. They should have the communication and social skills to 
deal with people, especially to their clients and candidates. Recruitment consultants meet people every 
day. They have to fulfill requirements from employers and candidates to help them to find a job as well as 
to help the employer to fill in their position.  No matter how good the technologies are, agency still need 
to provide training for their people, if not, they will never success in the business. In order to maximize 
the agency’s effectiveness and to satisfy the clients and the job applicants in recruitment and selection 
process, Informant A suggested that more people should be hired. “In order to maximize our agency 
service, we would prefer to increase the headcount…” Informant A always look for good consultants, the 
more consultants they have, the more people that they could help to deal with people then there will be 
higher chances for people to find them a good job, and also for company to find suitable employees.  
However, according to Informant D, the recruitment consultant will try their best to cater their clients 
as soon as possible, “We never delay our time, and we will try our best to solve the problem for them…” 
Informant D always ensure effective candidates’ arrangement for the interview session with the employer, 
they encouraged and welcomed more people who are looking for job should come and register with 
agency. Informant D had compared their practices with other agencies, and she strongly said that they 
have more reliable services. “Our consultants had been here more than 7 or 8 years, even the candidates 
come back to us after 4 to 5 years, they are still here…” Informant D said most of the clients and 
applicants felt comfortable with the agency services provided, that is why they have the confidence with 
her.  
The researcher has been told by Informant E that executive search firms actually have their own group 
of competitors and same as recruitment firms. Informant E responded “We are different search firm 
because we covered from right bottom to the top…” This is how it makes them so successful in the 
industry. Informant E and the management have been in the industry for quite some time, that is why a lot 
of people know them very well, but maybe it will become a challenge for any new established executive 
search firms.  
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A lot of companies were trying to cut cost and slowing down their hiring rate, but Informant E still 
continue to recruit people to join their team. “A company is successful because of people…” Informant E 
believed that, if she pays such amount of money to hire, she maybe get back more valuable in return. So 
to keep hiring people is a long term investment for her. From here, she is able to discover the talented 
people and retained them.  
Usually Informant E will do industry mapping and they are carefully selecting their clients and 
candidates. She will not going to put candidates in company who will be closed down in 3 years times. 
“We will do out homework and make sure you can stay longer period and having career advancement in 
the company…” Doing survey and study about the company are equally important for Informant E before 
she made any decision whether to serve them or not.  This is how Informant E practicing their business 
management. For candidates, Informant E for sure will do the evaluation and judgment on the particular 
person before she made any job recommendation to her or him. “We are matching qualification, skills, 
age and experiences. I will see his/ her characters and also the company’s culture…” For Informant E, 
there is nothing wrong for the person either he/ she is extrovert or introvert in their personality, because 
they have the skills and experiences. This is how Informant E evaluated the applicants and making the 
decision on the job recommendation.  
However, no matter how effective they are, there is still a challenge for Informant E to source the 
workers. “To get good, reliable candidates is a challenge…” Although Informant E has no problem 
getting any fresh graduates because there are lots in the market, but getting specific people with specific 
skills are very tough task for those consultants. According to Informant E, the reason why employers used 
their services is because they have allocated sources and people to help them to solve their recruitment 
problem. “Even though there are walk-ins candidates to the company, but the good candidates maybe still 
working in other companies…” Informant E strongly recommended employers to use recruitment agency 
service because she believed that there are many advantages to them. There are some concerned issues 
when employers use the recruitment services. In the accordance of view, Informant C replied that she was 
concerned about the services level and the quality of the candidates. The main concern recruitment issue 
for employers is the fees. “The more fees we paid, the more budget that we need …” Moreover, Informant 
C also has no control over the agency on the kinds of people they recruited for them. Sometimes, the 
agency keeps sending unqualified candidates and forcing employers to accept them. Informant C thought 
the consultants just want to get their recruitment commission but they were not professional enough. In 
deriving to the solution, Informant C was hoping that the agencies should improve their services in the 
organization. “They have to start supply the right candidates for the company…” from the feedback given 
by Informant C, she suggested agency consultants should send anyone who is in the correct field, and 
they prepare proper documents before attending the interview. This is the request from Informant C for 
agency service improvement and to maximize the agency effectiveness.  
Next, Informant F replied “When we give job order in large volume, the agency should reduce the 
amount to be charged…” He thought that this should be a reasonable request as an employer. Informant F 
strongly believed that agencies use their own recruitment method and able to build their databases. They 
have link to more parties and made wider of their candidates’ sources. In his opinion, Informant F 
suggested that the agency should come up with multiple ways to attract more candidates. Informant F 
would prefer if there is candidates’ filtering or assessment before the candidates were sent for an 
interview.  
In addition, Informant G responded that she really needs recruitment consultants who can really work 
very well and knows the recruitment process. “I always put my trust on recruitment consultants to do the 
best in their job…”   Informant E preferred to meet consultants who have better knowledge in doing 
recruitment tasks. “They should discuss the candidates’ background and personality with me….” As 
Informant E already paid for the services, she expects the working result to be positive. From the 
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interview conversation, she wants consultants to be responsible and not bringing trouble for her; she also 
wants candidates with good attitude and serious when applying the job about the job applications. “They 
should show their dedication and they should arrive in the office on time…” Of course from the HR 
experiences, Informant G also expects to hire good candidates with good working behavior. “Even though 
I’ve decided to hire the candidates, they already signed the contract but still MIA (missing in action) on 
the first day of reporting…” So who is responsible for this, the candidates, the agencies, or herself?  
There were suggestions from Informant G on how agency can improve their recruitment services in the 
organization.  She thinks that the agency consultant should do more research in order to know more about 
the company. “They have to understand what job orders they received, what the clients are looking for 
and also the requirement…” The other thing is that they have to know what the candidates’ interest and 
what they want.  Informant G believed that by performing in this way, they could serve the company 
better and satisfied them. In addition, qualification of consultants also very important because they 
represent the firms, “They are the ambassador of the company…” replied by Informant C and G. The 
success of the firms is actually depending on their performances.  
From the perspective of job applicant, Informant B strongly suggested that the job agency should not 
collect any amount of money from the candidates. “I was wondering when the agency told me that they 
have to collect the fee from me ….” If they really want to help the candidates to get a job, Informant B 
thinks the agency should collect the recruitment fees from the company. Better consultation with the 
candidates should be implemented. The consultants should discover more about the candidates’ strength, 
“for example, they must have good communication skills, writing skills, and so on…” from here, job 
applicants will appreciate what the agencies have done for them, then they will go back to the agency in 
order to build in better relationship.  
5. Conclusion  
Through the data gathered from the interview, it can be concluded that there are many effective ways 
to maximize the recruitment agencies’ roles as suggested by the informants of this study. The recruitment 
agencies should focus on recruiting both fresh and post graduates; provide constant training and 
innovation; increase the agency headcount; conduct industry mapping and carefully search for the clients 
and candidates; recruiting the right candidates; reduce the recruitment fees, screen the good candidates 
with good working attitudes; stop collecting recruitment fees from candidates; provide better consultation 
by helping the candidates identifying their strengths and weaknesses.  
This study outcome is expected to help agency operators in Kuala Lumpur labour market as it could be 
used to evaluate the effectiveness and individual performances of recruitment consultants in recruitment 
process. From this study, it could provide support to increase the potential of recruitment agencies and 
recruitment consultants in order to increase the recruitment trends in Kuala Lumpur. Besides, the outcome 
of this study can be used to identify the strength and weaknesses of recruitment agencies from the 
perspectives of agency users. The feedback received from employers and job applicants will maximize 
the performances of agencies in the future.  
Overall, the effectiveness of the firms in terms of operations and management is an important element 
in recruitment agencies. Besides, the professionalism of recruitment consultants can deliver quality 
recruitment services, thus lead to customer satisfaction. Therefore, more research about recruitment 
agencies should be conducted and make the reliable outcome thus contributing to the human resource 
field.  
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